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Mark Kirk draws a straight line from the poppy fields of rural Afghanistan to the leafy suburbs of
Chicago.

  

Kirk, the Republican congressman from the North Shore, contends that Afghanistan's plentiful
poppies are seeding a growing and damaging heroin trade that is affecting suburban teenagers.

  

And because nothing else has prompted a curb in Afghan heroin production, he believes that
showing its impact on politically influential suburbs might.

  

The heroin coming from Afghanistan is so pure that it can be snorted like cocaine and doesn't
require injecting like the heroin of old, making it a more acceptable suburban drug of choice.

  

"The heroin that we all knew from the 1960s was 30 percent pure," Kirk said. "To generate a
high, it had to be injected. That created an almost insurmountable barrier for drug dealers to sell
to suburban kids who had a huge aversion to needles."

  

The new heroin is almost 100 percent pure in part because supply has increased substantially.
And snorting heroin has become more common.

  

Kirk is also among members of his party who lay at least part of the blame at the feet of the
Bush administration for its prosecution of the war in Afghanistan and, so far, its inability to stem
poppy growth and heroin trafficking.

  

In Afghanistan, President Hamid Karzai has pledged to do more to eradicate the bountiful poppy
crops, but those words have met the reality of record production instead.
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To the poor farmers in Afghanistan, poppy growing is a matter of basic economics, and so far
they have not been believers that either the U.S. or the Afghan government will provide for them
if they abandon their best-yielding crop.

  

Kirk, who has traveled to Afghanistan and throughout Central Asia, said that the problem has
escalated to the point that the president might have trouble with his own party when it comes to
additional funding for the war that does not go directly to troops.

  

"As recently as last year, only 8 percent of heroin from Afghanistan reached the United States,"
Kirk said. "Last year's crop was the largest in human history, all of it coming out of one country
and flooding this country."

  

He said law-enforcement officials in Lake, DuPage, Will, McHenry, Kane and suburban Cook
Counties all have reported an increase in heroin use, and heroin-related emergency room
hospitalizations have soared as well, some 13,000 cases in the last year.

  

The Afghans also have noted that demand from users has as much to do with the problem as
does their local production.

  

And dealers thrive when the supply is up, the price is down and the market for users is
expanded.

  

"If a hit of heroin costs $100, a significant number of teens will not try it," said Kirk, who serves
on a foreign operations and export financing subcommittee. "If it costs $5, you have the
potential of deep penetration into the high schools."

  

Karzai has tried to convince his people that the Koran opposes intoxicants and therefore that
poppy growing violates Muslim religious tenets.
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"Karzai has done a good job of getting that message out," Kirk said. Karzai also has implored
farmers to switch to crops like wheat and barley.

  

But the farmers can do the math and don't like the prospects of losing so much money.

  

This leaves the Bush administration with harder choices of whether to conduct its own
eradication efforts that might include spraying of crops.

  

That would put the administration squarely at odds with Karzai, who has rejected aerial
spraying.

  

"Right now there is great discomfort in the House of Representatives," Kirk said. "It is not over
the lack of progress on spraying. We understand the political dynamic in Afghanistan, and at the
moment we are following the express wishes of the president."

  

But that patience is waning, he said. Republicans on his subcommittee want to pressure the
administration to implement "an effective eradication" plan "or the committee will take radical
action on its own."

  

Like what?

  

The committee "could either dedicate a huge portion of assistance to this mission or withhold
funds," Kirk said.

  

"The administration does not have a clear plan on this right now," Kirk said. "The administration
has produced at least three different plans, and right now we have a very unclear idea of how
they intend to move forward."
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And if the perceived menace of heroin trade as the engine for terrorist financing doesn't stir
action, Kirk said, then maybe the fact that heroin is reaching the suburbs will.

  

Heroin has always been seen "as an inner-city problem," he said. "But it is now moving out to
the suburbs." And maybe that, he said, finally will prompt action in Washington.
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